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Introduction
outh Korea (hereafter referred to as Korea) has
often been cited as a successful case of eco-
nomic development. Just four decades ago,
Korea’s social infrastructure, including school
facilities, were devastated because of the Korean
War, and the GNP per capita was only US$79. How-
ever, as of 2000, Korea’s GDP stood at US$457.4 bil-
lion, the twelfth largest in the world.
Education has been one of the major sources of
economic growth and social development in Korea.
In three decades, Korea has been able to accomplish
nearly 100 percent coverage for primary and sec-
ondary education. Moreover, Korea now has a ter-
S
tiary education sector that is as large as those in de-
veloped countries.
This paper presents the evolution of and changes
in major educational policies and reform to expand
educational opportunities over the last four decades.
It also examines the issues and policies needed to
meet the challenges of the knowledge economy. The
focus is on primary and secondary education poli-
cies since the 1960s, when the economy began to
accelerate. The paper concludes by drawing impli-
cations for other countries.
Education system in Korea
The school system in Korea consists of six years of
primary or elementary school, three years of middle
school, three years of high school, and two years of
junior college or four years of college or university.
Korean children must attend classes from primary
school to middle school. High schools are divided
into two types: general (academic) and vocational
high schools. The institutions of higher education
with four-year undergraduate programs are classi-
fied into four categories: (a) colleges and universi-
ties; (b) teacher’s colleges and colleges of education;
(c) air and correspondence universities1  and open
universities; and (d) theological colleges, seminar-
ies, and others.
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Two distinctive features of Korean education are
worth noting: the egalitarian ideal and the zeal for
education. First, the education system has evolved
through egalitarianism since the modern school was
first introduced in Korea about a century ago. From
the beginning of the expansion process the govern-
ment has been keen to ensure equal opportunity
for all — regardless of gender, religion, geographic
location, or socioeconomic status. Second, Korean
society has traditionally placed a high value on edu-
cation. The demand for more and better education
has remained strong, and thus has been one of the
major reasons for the severe competition for college
entrance, an inordinate amount of private tutoring
expenses, and grade repetition. The zeal for educa-
tion was reinforced by the recent past, in which
Japanese colonialism and the Korean War convinced
Koreans to invest more in people than in physical
capital. These factors could also explain such phe-
nomena as extensive parental sacrifice for their
children’s education, and their involvement in and
contribution to schools.
Educational policies for expansion of educational
opportunities
Setting priorities for education
The 1960s through the mid-1970s. In 1962 the Korean
government introduced a series of five-year eco-
nomic development plans. The first two five-year
plans (1962–1971) emphasized the growth of labor-
intensive export industries, such as light manufac-
turing industry (e.g., clothing, textile) and consumer
electronic goods industry (e.g., television sets and
radios). The primary goal of the educational plan
was to provide educated manpower to the economy.
The curriculum during this period emphasized the
practicality of education, anticommunism, and
moral development. Policy efforts were concen-
trated on expanding basic educational opportuni-
ties to all eligible children. Short-term measures,
such as increasing class size and double-shifting,
were employed to cope with the growing need for
basic education.
As the economy became more industrialized in the
late 1960s, it became necessary to increase the sup-
ply of skilled manpower in general, and vocational
and technical manpower in particular. The close link
between educational and economic plans became
more important during the third five-year plan
(1972–1976), which stressed the development of
heavy industries, such as shipyard and chemical
industries. Thus, vocational and technical education
at the upper secondary level was emphasized from
the late 1960s and strengthened throughout the
1970s. The school curriculum became more disci-
pline-oriented, stressing science and technology
education. For instance, during this time technol-
ogy began to be taught as an independent subject
at middle school. Discovery and inquiry were pro-
moted as a major teaching method.
The mid-1970s through the 1980s. During this pe-
riod the government started to recognize the im-
portance of education and other social policies in
national development. The fourth five-year plan
(1977–1981) included education, public health, and
housing as important national policy agenda. The
fifth five-year economic plan (1982–1986) empha-
sized a harmonious development between the
economy and society. The priorities were set not
only by economic pressure but also by social fac-
tors. For example, the major goal of the education
reform in 1980 was to ameliorate social ills associ-
ated with severe competition for college entrance.
In particular, the reform attempted to reduce pri-
vate tutoring, which entailed an inordinate finan-
cial burden to parents. The school curriculum re-
flected this change and focused on integration of
subjects (e.g., integration of history and geography
into social studies at the elementary school level)
and development of the whole person.
The 1990s through the present. As the economy be-
came more diversified and changed more quickly,
it became neither feasible nor desirable for the gov-
ernment to plan when and where the educated
manpower would be most needed or to direct the
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education system’s response. Society also became
more democratized, and the capacity of the civilian
sector increased accordingly. The use of market
forces in place of government planning was a logi-
cal next step for social intervention. Thus, after the
fifth economic and social development plan (1982–
1986), the Korean government ceased to initiate
long-term macroeconomic plans. For the education
sector, this meant a shift of focus from expansion
and a quantitative emphasis on manpower supply
to quality, relevance, and excellence of education
being provided. The corresponding change in the
school curriculum can be best described as a learner-
centered curriculum, where individual difference
is respected.
Sequencing of policy choices
Free compulsory education. The government launched
its first six-year plan for free compulsory primary
education in 1954 and completed it in 1959, with an
enrollment rate of 95.4 percent. The six-year plan
for free compulsory primary education was origi-
nally prepared in 1949, but its implementation was
delayed because of the outbreak of the Korean War
in 1950. This plan was financed by the enactment of
the Education Tax Act in 1958 2  and through foreign
aid.3  As a percent of total government spending, the
education budget more than tripled during this
period, from 4.2 percent of the annual government
budget in 1954 to 14.9 percent in 1959. Much of this
increase was spent to build more schools and re-
duce double-shifting schools.
During the course of expansion, most of the edu-
cation budget was allocated to primary education.
The share of primary education was 69–80 percent
of the education budget between 1948 and 1959, and
it leveled off from a peak of 81 percent in 1960 to 54
percent in 1979. The second plan for universal pri-
mary education began in 1967 and ended in 1971.
During the second plan, emphasis was on building
and renovating more schools and classrooms. Free
textbooks were provided to all primary school stu-
dents. By the late 1960s, primary education became
free to all eligible school-aged children.4  Conse-
quently, the operation of secondary and tertiary
education during this period had to rely on private
resources, such as tuitions and fees.
Expansion of secondary education. As the goal of
universal primary education was fulfilled, compe-
tition for entrance into secondary schools in gen-
eral, and entrance into elite schools in particular
Period Economy Education 
 
1960s 
 – mid-1970s 
1) Take-off in early 1960s: from import 
substitution to export-driven, light labor intensive 
2) Selective strategic industries in 1970s: export-
acceleration, heavy and chemical industries 
1) Expansion/upgrading of primary & lower secondary 
education 
2) Emphasis on TVET (late 1960s) 
* manpower planning 
 
Mid-1970s  
– 1980s 
1) Structural adjustments from late 1970s: steel, 
shipbuilding, etc. 
2) From imitation to innovation in 1980s: 
electronic industry 
 
1) Expansion/upgrading of upper secondary 
2) Expansion of tertiary education 
3) Strengthening of TVET 
1990s through  
the present 
1) Enhancing national competitiveness in early 
1990s 
2) Knowledge-based economy from mid-1990s 
1) Quality enhancement for K-12 
2) Public investment in higher education (e.g., Brain 
Korea 21*) 
3) Lifelong Learning 
Table 1 Policy foci for economy and education
Notes: Manpower planning was employed until late 1970s as a tool to link education and training, and the labor market. Brain Korea
(BK21) introduced in 1999 is a government competitive/performance funding scheme (1.2 billion USD for seven years) to stimulate
R&D training in IT, BT, and other cutting-edge technology areas.
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became so intense that grade repetition and private
tutoring soared and quickly became a serious social
concern. Extreme competition at lower levels of
schooling was criticized on both education and eco-
nomic grounds. It was pointed out that examina-
tion preparation would hamper the mental and
physical development of a child, and that private
tutoring would place excessive financial burdens on
parents. The intense competition, depicted as “exam
hell,” stemmed not only from the supply side, since
secondary school places were limited, but also from
the demand side since most people preferred elite
schools. This social pressure coincided well with an
increase in the need for skilled workers caused by a
rapid economic growth and high wages associated
with a college degree.5  The government’s challenge
was to expand the system equitably. The govern-
ment responded in two ways: by removing barriers
of student flow and by increasing capacity at sec-
ondary schools through public financing and
privatization.
In 1968 the government abolished the entrance
examination for middle schools and instead intro-
duced a lottery system for student placement. The
lottery was perceived as fair because placement was
based on residence rather than test scores, which
might reflect economic means or other socioeco-
nomic factors. The new system, virtually eliminated
all elite middle schools, and was well accepted
by students, parents, and other stakeholders
without much controversy. However, the gov-
ernment had to ensure that it would (a) in-
crease school places and (b) strive to equalize
middle schools in terms of school inputs, such
as teachers and facilities. Private education pro-
viders took advantage of the changes in the
entrance system and responded quickly to the
new policies by scaling up their capacity to de-
liver education services. Prior to the abolish-
ment of the entrance examination, some pri-
vate middle schools were operating below ca-
pacity because parents did not believe in the
quality of education these schools provided.
Together, the new polices helped to expedite the
process of education expansion at the middle school
level.
In 1974 the government introduced a similar but
more controversial policy known as the “High
School Equalization Policy” (HSEP), which aimed
to equalize or level school inputs — such as operat-
ing expenditures, student intake, class size, and edu-
cation facilities — across schools.6  A new student
admission policy, which is still in effect in most met-
ropolitan areas, was adopted. The new system re-
placed the individual institution’s own entrance ex-
amination with the locally standardized achieve-
ment test. The change in admission policy, under
the presence of excess demand for secondary edu-
cation, resulted in a boost in secondary education
enrollments through a mechanism almost identical
to that of middle schools. Private providers of edu-
cation also responded quickly by increasing their
capacity to accommodate an increasing flow of stu-
dents.
Vocational and technical education. The vocational
education system in Korea has evolved from an
original structure of three years of vocational high
school and two- to five-year technical schools. Tech-
nical schools varied from schools that had both high
school and junior college components, to ones that
were equivalent to today’s junior colleges.
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Figure 1 Share of primary education expenditure as %
of total education budget
Source: Statistical Year Book of Education (various years).
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From the late 1960s vocational and technical edu-
cation started to attract the policy community’s at-
tention. During this period the economy, especially
the manufacturing sector, began to grow quickly.
And the government, with its third five-year eco-
nomic plan (1972–1976), began to scale up the
economy by promoting heavy and chemical indus-
tries. Because a steady supply of technical man-
power was critical to the success of large-scale manu-
facturing industries, the government invested in
building more vocational and technical high
schools. In addition, it was necessary to streamline
the technical education track to meet the diverse
needs of the growing industries. To provide more
specialized education, five-year technical schools
were reorganized into two- to three-year junior col-
leges in the late 1970s. To upgrade the skills of the
workforce while providing workers with a college
diploma, the open university was institutionalized
in 1981.
In the late 1980s there was another surge in de-
mand for vocational and technical high school
graduates from the manufacturing sector. This was
because more high school graduates opted for col-
lege education while the service sector of the
economy attracted disproportionately more high
school graduates than the manufacturing sector. In
1991, in an attempt to ease the problem, the gov-
ernment introduced a policy to increase vocational
high school enrollments up to 50 percent of the to-
tal enrollment at the high school level by the year
1998. However, this policy failed for two reasons:
(a) the enrollment split between the general/ aca-
demic and vocational/technical tracks remained
largely unchanged because of public preference for
general education that leads to colleges and univer-
sities; and, (b) firms in the manufacturing industry
began to adopt labor saving technologies such as
robotics and factory automation. In 1998 the gov-
ernment decided to discard this policy.
Expansion of tertiary education. Until the late 1970s
the government had exercised tight control over the
enrollment quota for both public and private insti-
tutions of higher education. The rationale was to
keep the enrollment growth within the demand of
the labor market, and to maintain the quality of edu-
cation being provided. As a result, college enroll-
ment increased only at a moderate pace until the
1970s. In 1980 the government introduced a drastic
reform measure for higher education. A new na-
tional standardized preliminary test was introduced,
replacing the individual college admission test. In
addition, the government decided to accommodate
more college aspirants by accrediting more private
institutions.7  The system of enrollment manage-
ment was also changed from an Admission Quota
System (AQS) to a Graduation Enrollment Quota
System (GEQS), under which a college was autho-
rized, for example, to admit 130 students but had to
dismiss 30 of them by the time they graduated. Col-
lege enrollment soared by more than 2.5 times be-
tween 1980 and 1990, due to the implementation of
GEQS along with the accreditation of additional
private institutions.
Centralization of planning and management
At the central government level, the Ministry of
Education (MOE) has primary responsibility over
policies and administration for general, vocational,
and technical education. The MOE has direct juris-
diction over both local education authorities and
higher education institutions. The MOE regulates
school operations, such as enrollment, fees, curricu-
lum, teacher recruitment, and school facilities. Dur-
ing the expansion period the former Economic Plan-
ning Board (EPB) — created in 1961 as a super-min-
istry headed by the deputy prime minister for the
economy — took the lead in launching and imple-
menting a series of five economic development
plans from 1962 to 1986. Hence, the EPB played a
dominant role in both setting the national agenda
and resource allocation.
At the local level, educational administration is
separated from the general administration of prov-
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inces and municipalities. Relative autonomy from
local government authorities has made it easier for
the local education authorities (LEAs) to secure fi-
nancial and personnel resources for education. This
system of local education administration was very
effective in resource mobilization and allocation at
the early stage of educational expansion. The LEAs
were the main vehicles through which K–12 educa-
tional plans and policies were implemented. With
the promulgation of the Local Education Autonomy
Act in 1991, the LEAs were provided with more au-
tonomy over financing, staffing, and setting rules
and regulations for K-12 education.
Mobilization of resources for education
expansion
Public resources. Korea’s public investment in edu-
cation is far less than the OECD average.8  However,
this should not be viewed as a lack of financial com-
mitment of the Korean government since it has con-
tinued to increase the proportion of education
spending in its overall budget. The education bud-
get has increased steadily from 14.3 percent of the
total government budget in 1963 to 20.4 percent in
2000. The education expenditure as a per-
centage of the GDP also increased from 2.9
percent in 1970 to 3.6 percent in 1999.
In order to finance the expansion of the
education system, since 1971 the govern-
ment has earmarked, through the enactment
of the Local Education Grant Act, a propor-
tion of the internal tax revenue for teacher
salaries and recurrent expenditures of pri-
mary and lower secondary education.9  In
addition, the education tax was reintroduced
in 1981 as a special purpose tax 10  to finance
the improvement of physical conditions of
primary and secondary schools. The central
government distributes the revenue from
these two sources to local education authori-
ties (LEA) in the form of lump-sum educa-
tion grants. The internal tax revenue is dis-
tributed based on a formula, while the rev-
enue from the education tax is allotted evenly in
proportion to the population of each province. To-
gether, the two sources of public education finance
account for 78.5 percent of the MOE’s expenditures
as of FY2000.
Privatizing education enterprises. As of 2000 the en-
rollment share of the private sector was 20 percent
for middle schools, 55 percent for high schools, and
78 percent for four-year colleges and universities.
The high degree of privatization was carried out by
a coherent set of incentive mechanisms. Financial
incentives included public subsidy, tax exemption,
and other measures. The government did not pro-
vide direct financial assistance to private secondary
schools until the 1970s, when admission policy was
reformed. As noted earlier, private middle schools
began to receive government subsidies in 1971, and
private high schools in 1979. The amount of this
subsidy is usually determined by the difference be-
tween the school’s budget and a standard budget
for a public school of the same enrollment size. The
extent of privatization increased for both middle
schools and high schools, reflecting the positive re-
sponse from the private sector to this subsidy in-
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Figure 2 Trend of privatization (as % of total enrollment)
Source: Statistical Year Book of Education (various years).
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centive. Thanks to the subsidy and other measures
of the equalization policy, there has been no discern-
ible quality difference between private and public
schools. Since the early 1990s the government be-
gan to subsidize private post-secondary institutions
on a competitive basis.
Parental resources. At the inception of Korea’s eco-
nomic development, the government was unable
to finance school education beyond primary edu-
cation. The Parent and Teacher Association (PTA),
along with foreign aid, thus played an important
role in financing education in the 1950s. The PTA
levied a membership fee from parents, regardless
of willingness to pay, for school operation. In the
1950s the PTA financed more than half of the an-
nual school operating budget. Parents and the pub-
lic — who had to bear extra financial burdens in ad-
dition to what they had already spent on private
tutoring and other expenses of schooling — criti-
cized the heavy reliance on the PTA. With this criti-
cism, the PTA’s membership fee was replaced by
voluntary financial contribution of the School Spon-
soring Association (SSA) in 1962. The SSA contin-
ued to contribute to the school operation budget
with parents’ voluntary yet de facto solicited con-
tributions until recently. In 1996 the government
introduced a School Council as one of the im-
portant measures of education reform in each
primary and secondary school. The School
Council, consisting of teachers, parents,
alumni and community leaders, intends to
promote school autonomy and democratize
school operation. Consequently, the School
Council now assumes the role of the SSA.
Teacher supply. Since the 1960s various policy
measures were taken to meet the growing
demand for teachers, including the transition
of formal normal schools into teacher colleges
and universities. The government introduced
an incentive mechanism to induce talented
high school graduates into the teaching pro-
fession. Teacher incentives were (a) tuition
exemption with mandatory service and job
guarantee for education majors at public teachers’
colleges; (b) a guaranteed retirement age of 65; and
(c) exemption from compulsory military service. To
expedite the increase of teacher supply, in the 1960s
the government created temporary teacher training
centers, providing six months of pre-service train-
ing programs for college graduates. By the late 1970s
these centers were closed as teacher supply began
to exceed demand.
Since 1990 the excess supply of teachers became a
policy issue. The government was unable to hire
new teacher college graduates, and therefore abol-
ished the mandatory service program. An open re-
cruiting system was introduced in its place. From
1986 in-service teacher training institutes were es-
tablished at each provincial board of education to
upgrade the quality of the teaching force. After the
1997 financial crisis, the Ministry of Education took
a drastic measure to lower the retirement age of
teachers from 65 to 62 against harsh protests from
teachers’ organizations.11  The main objective was
to rejuvenate the education system by renewing and
upgrading the teaching force. Almost 50,000 teach-
ers, or 14 percent of the entire teaching force, were
replaced between 1998 and 2000. Previously, only 2
percent, or 7,000 teachers, used to retire each year.
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The government provided compensation allow-
ances to teachers who had to retire earlier than the
age they had been promised.
Performance of past policies
The educational expansion policies have signifi-
cantly improved the quantitative measures of edu-
cational outcomes. There was no shortage of skilled
labor, and quantity and quality trade-off was not
severe. The average years of schooling have almost
doubled between 1970 and 1995 from 5.74 years to
10.25 years. The illiteracy rate has decreased dra-
matically from 13 percent in 1970 to 2 percent in
1999. Access to educational opportunities is almost
universal at the primary and secondary level. There
is no discernible difference in both school atten-
dance and academic achievement between boys and
girls. The expansion process has been equitable as
evidenced by school equalization policies. In par-
ticular, the rate of progression to tertiary education
has more than doubled for high school graduates
during the last three decades. The average class size
and pupil-to-teacher ratio for primary education, for
example, dropped from 65.4 and 62.4 in 1965 to 35.4
and 28.6 respectively in 1999. Results from the most
recent OECD Program for International Student As-
sessment (PISA) 12  and the TIMSS,13  1995 and 1999,
show that Korean students are among the top per-
formers in both mathematics and science in OECD
member countries.
Recent education reform
Issues and challenges
Despite the quantitative achievements, the quality
of public education remains a significant concern.
School environment is far below the OECD stan-
dard. According to a recent 1997 OECD report, Ko-
rea spends half as much per pupil expenditure as
do other OECD countries.14  In addition, students
are overburdened by many subjects, rote memori-
zation is still the main method of learning in many
classrooms, and teachers are stifled with large classes
and administrative chores.
Many acknowledge the contribution of education
to industrialization in the 1970s and 1980s, and to
democratization since the late 1980s. At the same
time, critics point out that rigid central government
control is a major weakness of the system. The very
source of past success could be an obstacle for the
future.15  Centralized control is accused of repress-
ing the autonomy and creativity of education pro-
viders at all levels of schooling. Many believe that
government regulations have hindered change and
innovation in the education sector compared to
other sectors. Due to the High School Equalization
Policy, for example, it has been difficult for indi-
vidual schools to diversify the curricula to meet the
needs of different stakeholders, including students,
parents, and business firms. This, in turn, has
sparked the proliferation of private tutoring, 16
which requires additional private and parental re-
sources that otherwise could be allocated toward
more productive uses.
Education reform
Against this backdrop Korea launched its educa-
tional reform efforts in 1995. Former President Kim
Young Sam organized the Presidential Commission
on Education Reform (PCER),17  which prepared the
blueprint for education reform, now known as the
5.31 Education Reform Proposals (ERP). The ERP has
adopted market principles in education and, as such,
required an overhaul of the entire education sys-
tem from its users’ viewpoints. The goals of the ERP
are two-fold: (a) eliminate socially undesirable prac-
tices associated with school education, such as exam-
oriented classroom teaching and learning process,
and unreasonable private tutoring expenditures;
and (b) better prepare children, as well as adults,
for a knowledge society, where knowledge and
human capital will be critical for the prosperity of
both individuals and society. The ERP has recom-
mended three policy actions: (a) deregulation along
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with increased accountability measures, such as
performance-based funding; (b) curriculum reform
to allow for diversification of teaching and learning
at school level; and (c) integration of ICT into the
lifelong education system to expand educational
opportunities for all. To finance the reform mea-
sures, the ERP proposed increasing education
spending up to 5 percent of GNP. Current President
Kim, Dae-Jung has continued almost all the poli-
cies of his predecessor as prescribed by the ERP.
Deregulation and stakeholder participation in educa-
tion governance. As noted, the rapid expansion of the
education system has produced some undesirable
backlashes. The most serious problem of all is a lack
of flexibility, spontaneity, and creativity among edu-
cators and education institutions, which are critical
to upgrading the quality of education and promot-
ing diversity and excellence.18  Prerequisites to this
end are the deregulation of controls over school
operation and the corresponding school autonomy.
Equally important is securing accountability over
educational quality at the school level. In the past,
regulations like the school inspection system led to
quality improvement at the expense of school au-
tonomy. The government has taken several policy
measures to strike a new balance between autonomy
over school operation and accountability of educa-
tion quality.
The government has lifted various controls over
school education. For instance, direct inspection by
the central ministry is abolished, and in its place
performance evaluation by a professional panel has
become a new way of ensuring accountability of
educators, schools, and local education authorities.
More importantly, there has been significant
progress towards increasing stakeholder participa-
tion in school education. In 1999 the government
legalized teachers’ unions to improve the working
conditions and welfare of teachers while increas-
ing teacher participation in the education reform
process.19  Also, parents and communities are en-
couraged to take part in school operation, such as
extra curricula activities and curriculum implemen-
tation with the newly introduced School Council.
In order to gain momentum for education reform,
the Korean government decided in 2001 to upgrade
the status of the education minister to the Deputy
Prime Minister (DPM) level and let the ministry
oversee and coordinate not only education policies
but also human resource development (HRD) poli-
cies. The DPM for education and HRD now chair
the Inter Ministerial Commission for HRD consist-
ing of eight line ministers in the cabinet.
Curriculum reform and VTE. The ERP has required
that the national curriculum be reformed and up-
dated to provide children with more options for
subject matters while reducing unnecessary learn-
ing burdens. The new ERP curriculum, called the
seventh school curriculum, breaks down into a com-
mon course span consisting of ten subjects from
grades 1 through 10, and optional courses of two
subsequent years (grades 11 and 12). The main ob-
jective of the seventh school curriculum is to pro-
mote students’ learning according to their aptitudes,
talents, and abilities. The common course is in-
tended to equip students with basic life skills such
as the traditional 3 R’s, foreign language, literacy in
information technology, and interpersonal skills.
Despite some skepticism over its feasibility, the sev-
enth curriculum is now being implemented.20  With
the seventh curriculum, for example, Korean stu-
dents now begin to learn English language from
grade 3 in primary schools.
In accordance with the curriculum reform, the
ERP has proposed a number of ways to improve and
upgrade the vocational and technical education
(VTE) system. One such measure has already been
operational before the ERP. It is a change in the vo-
cational curricula at high school so that students
have more field experience (two years of schooling
plus one year of field experience). Another interven-
tion proposed by the ERP is to diversify the types
of high schools including “integrated” high schools
and “specialized” high schools to provide more ca-
reer choices to students. A third proposed change,
currently being implemented, is to link vocational
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high schools with two- and four-year technical col-
leges and open universities through curricula inte-
gration and student progression. These changes re-
flect the view that vocational education at the high
school level in a knowledge economy should not
be terminal, as believed during the industrial age.
Rather, it should be a prerequisite for advanced vo-
cational education at the tertiary level in a knowl-
edge economy that requires continual upgrading of
skills and lifelong learning for everyone.
Integration of ICT and education. The ERP has pro-
posed a set of very ambitious plans to integrate in-
formation technology (ICT) into the national edu-
cation system. The proposed policies now being
implemented include (a) introducing a recognition
system of ICT competence at schools; (b) investing
in the ICT infrastructure of all primary and second-
ary schools; (c) developing a school information
management system (SMIS); (d) providing teachers
with more ICT training opportunities; (e) amend-
ing rules and regulations of education to accommo-
date new technologies, including ICT, into class-
room; and (f) establishing an ICT related informa-
tion clearing house, the Korea Education and Re-
search Information System (KERIS).
Substantial progress has already been made in
bringing ICT into schools. Since April 2001, all of
the 10,064 elementary, middle, and high schools
have been connected to the Internet and the school
management information system. Additionally, each
of Korea’s 340,000 teachers was given a personal
computer, and nine new cyber universities were
established and accredited in 2000.
Increased financial commitment. In order to achieve
these educational goals, the government has com-
mitted to increasing the education budget. In De-
cember 1999, the government decided to secure
additional public resources for education by amend-
ing the Local Education Grant Act. A grant of 1.5
trillion Won, or US$ 13 billion, per year will be added
to local education budgets to refurbish school fa-
cilities from 2001, raising the share of local educa-
tion grants from 11.8 percent of the internal tax rev-
enue to 13 percent. More recently, the government
has launched a seven-year, US$1.2 billion invest-
ment plan for tertiary education institutions.
Education is one of the burning issues in today’s
Korean society because everyone has a stake in edu-
cation, and public distrust of the formal education
system is soaring to an unprecedented level. Par-
ents are blaming schools and educators for their in-
ability to improve quality of learning and for not
moving towards easing their financial burden.
Teachers’ organizations are criticizing the education
reform as one driven mainly by a neo-liberalistic
ideal, and, as such, teachers contend that the reform
has damaged their morale and working conditions.
The success of future reform thus depends on the
government’s ability to solve the interest deadlock
and recover public confidence in public education.
Conclusion
The rapid expansion of education in Korea is largely
accounted for by interactions of education policies,
macro development strategies, and sociocultural
factors over the last four decades. Owing to the id-
iosyncrasies of the Korean context, one must be care-
ful not to draw direct implications from the experi-
ences of Korean education. Nevertheless, the follow-
ing points may shed some light on planning educa-
tion for development.
First, for a sustainable change and reform in edu-
cation, the political commitment at the inception of
a national educational development plan is critical.
Second, although the authoritarian regimes made
it even more possible, the centralization of various
development decisions at the initial stage was ef-
fective in formulating and implementing educa-
tional goals, curriculum, assessment, and various
educational programs. However, the Korean case
shows that the role of effective government should
be to provide appropriate structure and resources
to support educational institutions, but not to
micromanage to hinder creativity and progress.
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Third, the orchestration of many policy measures
within a solid framework of national policies was
also significant. In Korea’s case, this has been done
through the macroeconomic development plans.
Fourth, the timing and sequence of policy choices
were also important in pushing the education fron-
tier from the lower to the upper part of the system.
In Korea the policy emphasis shifted from primary
education in the 1960s, to secondary in 1970s, and
then to tertiary in the 1980s. Vocational education
was not as emphasized as general education until
the skill level of the workforce increased.
Finally, the Korean case shows that access and
equity can be achieved simultaneously if the gov-
ernment is ready to address potential trade-offs be-
tween the two goals in the planning stages. How-
ever, it should be noted that considerable social and
economic demand for education has played a piv-
otal role in achieving these goals in Korea.
1 Air and correspondence universities are distance educa-
tion institutions of the tertiary level, serving both the col-
lege age population and adult learners.
2 The Education Tax Act was purported to finance the free
compulsory primary education plan. The Education Tax
was a surtax and was levied on such taxes as property tax
and house tax until its abolishment in 1961.
3 The aid was provided through the United Nations Korea
Reconstruction Agency (UNKRA) from 1953 to 1958.
4 Before the second plan, school fees were charged for text-
books and other schooling items.
5 The wage premium associated with additional schooling
remained high throughout the 1970s and started to com-
press in the 1980s (Lee 1996).
6 For a fuller account of what happened to the HSEP, see
Chung (1998).
7 In Korea there has been a great deal of willingness among
the wealthy people, politicians, and various religious
groups to establish and run private schools, especially at
the tertiary level. Thus, the approval and ultimate accredi-
tation of private institutions has been one of the major
policy regarding higher education.
8 As of 1997, Korea spent 4.4 percent of GDP as direct public
expenditures for educational institutions, while OECD
countries spend 4.8 percent of its GDP on average (Educa-
tion at a Glance, 2000).
9 The proportion was set at 11.8  percent until 1999 when it
was increased to 13 percent of the internal tax revenue.
10 The Education Tax is collected as a surtax from a number
of national and local taxes, including property tax, special
consumption tax, tobacco tax, alcohol tax, and gasoline tax.
11 For example, some 10,000 teachers assembled in Seoul to
protest against the early retirement policy in 1998. The Ko-
rean Federation of Teachers Association (KFTA), the largest
teacher ’s organization in Korea, organized the assembly.
In contrast, parents and the general public were over-
whelmingly in support of the policy.
12 Knowledge and Skills for Life: First Results from PISA
2000 (http://www.sourceoecd.com/data/cm/00003527/
9601141e.pdf)
13 The Third International Mathematics and Science Study
(1995 and 1999).
14 Education at a Glance (2000).
15 Lee, 2001.
16 Private tutoring is most common among people from the
urban upper middle class. The main motive is to obtain a
good GPA while at school and to prepare for entrance into
prestigious colleges.
17 The Presidential Commission Education Reform (PCER)
was composed of prominent educators, civic leaders, and
journalists appointed by the president.
18 Park, 2001.
19 However, unlike a typical trade union, teachers’ unions
are not allowed to go on strike and other collective actions.
19 Teachers’ organizations have been voicing skepticism
about the feasibility of the seventh curriculum because the
new curriculum requires many challenging components,
including teacher training to allow some teachers to obtain
a new certificate to teach a new subject; and renovation of
school buildings and classrooms to enable flexible arrange-
ment for teaching and learning.
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